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Ethics and the Seven Liberal Arts:
Another Look at the Liberal Arts Curriculum of
the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries

Willard W. Dickerson III

ost modern discussions of the liberal arts curriculum of the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries focus their attention rather
narrowly on the seven arts subsumed under the trivium
(grammar, logic, and rhetoric) and quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry,
music, and astronomy). 1 This is not without some cause. After all,
Thierry of Chartres, in the prologue to his Heptatheucon, remarked:

M

For since these are the two principal tools of the philosopher,
understanding (intellectus) and the expression ( interpretatio)
thereof-the quadrivium gives light to understanding and the

1
See, for example, H. Parker, "The Seven Liberal Arts," English Historical
Review 5 (1890): 417-6!; Paul Abelson, The Seven Liberal Arts: A Study in Medieval
Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 1906); Franz A. Specht, Geschichte des
Unterrichtswesens in Deutsch/and von den Aelesten Zeiten bis zur Mitte des Dreizehnten
]ahrhunderts (Stuttgart: J. G. Cotta'schen Buchhandlung, 1885; reprinted, Wiesbaden,
1967); Louis J. Paetow, "The Arts Course at Medieval Universities with Special
Reference to Grammar and Rhetoric," University ofIllinois Studies 3.7 (1920; reprinted,
Dubuque: Wm. C. Brown); or, more recently, Pierre Riche, Eco/es et enseignement
dans le Haut Moyen Age (Paris: Aubier-Montaigne, 1979; reprinted, Paris: Picard,
1989), 252; David L. Wagner, ed., The Seven Liberal Arts in the Middle Ages
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1983); and Hilde de Ridder-Symoens, ed.,
History of the University in Europe, vol. 1 (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1992).
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trivium furnishes the elegant, rational, decorous expression

thereof-it is evident that the heptatheucon [i.e., the seven liberal arts] is the sole and single instrument of all of philosophy. 2
There is, however, evidence to suggest that the scholars of the twelfth
and early thirteenth centuries studied more than these seven arts in
their pursuit of philosophical wisdom. Indeed, the liberal arts curriculum of this age included, among other things, the study of ethics. Up
until now, most medievalists have treated ethics only as an adjunct to
the arts of the trivium. Certainly students at that time would have
acquired a knowledge of many ethical precepts in their study of grammar, logic, and rhetoric. Texts that were highly regarded for their
moral value were used as the basis for instruction in these three arts.
In this way, ethics did serve as an adjunct to the trivium. However, it
appears that ethics also stood as a field of inquiry all its own. 3
To begin with, we know that there was a theoretical basis for the
teaching of ethics as a separate field of study. Intellectuals of this period
were familiar with two different systems of classifying the various
branches of human knowledge. 4 Both of these systems specified that

2

Thierry of Chartres Heptatheucon (edited by Edouard Jeauneau, "Le Prologus in
Eptatheucon de Thierry de Chartres," Medit2val Studies 16 [1954]: 174). "Nam, cum sint
duo precipua phylosophandi instrumenta, intellectus eiusque interpretatio, intellectum
au_tem quadruvium illuminet, eius vero interpretationem elegantem, rationabilem,
ornatam trivium subministret, manifestum est eptatheucon totius phylosophye unicum
ac singulare esse instrumentum."
31 think the situation was analogous to that which we have sometimes found in
our public schools. Children have been taught literacy with texts such as the McGuffy
Readers-books full of moral examples that the children were encouraged to follow.
However, in addition to their reading and writing lessons, the children were also
given lessons in subjects such as civics. In the process of learning how to read and
write, children were inculcated in the virtues. At times, however, virtuous behavior
was also taught as a subject of its own.
4
For a more in-depth discussion of these two systems of classification, see
Philippe Delhaye, "La place de l'ethique parmi les disciplines scientifiques au XIIe
siecle," in Miscellanea moralia in honorem eximii domini Arthur Janssen (Louvain:
Nauwelaerts, 1948), 30-31; Jerome Taylor, The Didascalicon of Hugh of Saint Victor
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ethics was one of the main branches. The first, which had prevailed
almost without exception throughout the Early Middle Ages, 5 was
that derived from the "Platonic" philosophical tradition. This system
assigned all of human knowledge to one of three divisions: ethics (or
moralis), physics (or natura), or logic (or ratio). Saint Augustine had
assured the widespread acceptance of this division in the West with
his endorsement of it in De civitate Dei. There he praised Plato for
having joined together in a useful synthesis the three different strands
of philosophical thought: the natural philosophy of the pre-Socratics;
the moral concerns of Socrates; and Plato's own system of reasoning,
which the philosopher was said to have developed in order to distinguish truth from falsehood. 6 Later, Isidore of Seville reproduced this
classification in his Etymologite and there gave it his approval as well.7

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1961), 7-8; J. Marietan, Le probleme de la
classification des sciences d'Aristote a Saint-Thomas (Paris: Felix Akan, 1901); James A.
Weisheipl, "The Classification of the Sciences in Medieval Thought," Medi12val
Studies 27 (1965): 54-90; and C. H. Lohr, "The Medieval Interpretation of Aristotle,"
in The Cambridge History ofLater Medieval Philosophy, edited by Norman Kretzmann,
Anth.ony Kenny, and Jan Pinborg (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 1982),
80-98.
5Jerome

Taylor, The Didascalicon of Hugh of Saint Victor (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1961), 8.
6Augustine D e civitate Dei 8.4 (edited by Bernhard Dombart and Alphons Kalb,
Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina [Turnhout: Brepols, 1960), vol. 47, p. 220; translated
by Marcus Dods in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series [reprinted, Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans 1979), vol. 2, pp. 146-47).
"To Plato is given the praise of having perfected philosophy by combining both
parts [active and contemplative] into one. He then divides it into three parts,-the
first moral, which is chiefly occupied with action; the second natural, of which
the object is contemplation; and the third rational, which discriminates between true
and false. And though this last is necessary both to action and contemplation, it is
contemplation, nevertheless, which lays peculiar claim to the office of investigating
the nature of truth. Thus this tripartite division is not contrary to that which made the
study of wisdom to consist in action and contemplation."
7
Isidore of Seville Etymologite (edited by W. M. Lindsay, Isidori H ispalensis
Episcopi Etymologiarum sive Originum Libri XX [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 19n])
2.24.
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This classification would also enjoy the endorsement of influential
scholars such as Alcuin8 and Rhabanus Maurus. 9
Ironically, this classification was articulated most clearly within
the assigned reading of the liberal arts curriculum of the twelfth century, which included both Aristotle and Boethius, who were the chief
proponents of the competing system of classification. Aristotle, in his
Topica, had argued that there are three types of propositions and problems: ethical, logical, and physical. Ethical propositions answer questions such as whether one should obey one's parents or obey the law if
the two should be at variance with one another. Logical propositions
answer questions such as whether or not one can know what is true by
knowing what is false. Physical propositions answer questions such as
whether or not the universe is eternal. 10 Boethius, in his Topica, then
argued:
Therefore, since the division between predicative and conditional questions has been established, it seems that it should
be added further that every question is drawn either from the
science of argumentation, or from natural or moral theory. For
example, from the science of argumentation: whether affirmation and negation are species of proposition. From natural
theory: whether the heaven is spherical. And similarly from
moral theory: whether virtue alone is sufficient for happiness. 11

8 Alcuin

De dialectica, cap. 1 (Migne PL w1.952).
Rhabanus Maurus De universo 5-1 (Migne PL 111.413-14).
10Aristotle Topica (translated by E. S. Forster [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1940]) 1.14, w5B,19-25, pp. 306-7.
11
Boethius Topica (Migne PL 64.1, 1180A-B). "Facta igitur praedicativarum
quaestionum ac conditionalium divisione, illud insuper videtur addendum, quod omnis
quaestio vel ex ratione disserendi, vel ex naturali, vel ex morali trahitur speculatione: ex
disserendi ratione hoc modo, an affirmatio et negatio species sint enuntiationis; ex naturali ita, an coelum rotundum sit; ex morali sic, an virtus ad beatitudinem sola sufficiat."
(Also translated by Eleonore Stump, Boethius's De topicis dijferentiis [Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1978], 38.)
9
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Here Boethius equated the Greek term ethica with the Latin term
moralis, the Greek term physica with the Latin term natura, and the
Greek term logica with the Latin term ratio. Until the twelfth century,
Boethius's commentaries on Aristotle's Categorite and De interpretatione, together with his translations of these two texts, were all that
the Latin West possessed of "the Philosopher."
The second system of classifying knowledge was that derived
from the Aristotelian tradition. As it happened, Aristotle also had
argued that all forms of human knowledge belonged to one of three
different classifications. In this case, however, the classifications were
not ethical, physical, and logical but theoretical, practical, and logical. 12
Under this system, theoretical philosophy included physics, mathematics, and metaphysics. Practical philosophy included politics, which
was the moral regulation of the state; economics, which was the moral
governance of the household; and ethics, or moral philosophy, which
was the moral regulation of the individual according to the demands
of prudence. Logic was the third branch of philosophy and included
grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic. Before the rediscovery of the greater
part of the Aristotelian corpus in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries,
medieval scholars had some familiarity with this system through the
works of Boethius 13 and Cassiodorus. 14
During the twelfth century, both the Platonic and the Aristotelian systems vied for preeminence in the schools of Europe. Hugh
of Saint Victor was, perhaps, the most prominent advocate of the
Aristotelian system. Hugh modified this system somewhat by adding

12

Aristotle Metaphysica (translated by Hippocrates G. Apostle [Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1966]) 6.1, ro25B1-ro26A33, pp. 102-4, and 11.7, ro64B1-6,
pp. 186-87- Also see Weisheipl.
13 Boethius Commentaria in Porphyrium, dial. 1 (Migne PL 64.n-12), and
De trinitate, caput 2 (Migne PL 64.1250A-B).
14
Cassiodorus Institutiones divinarum et humanarum litterarum 2.3 (edited by
R. A. B. Mynors [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1937]; translated by Leslie Webber Jones,
in An Introduction to Divine and Human Readings [New York: Columbia University
Press, 1946; reprinted, 1969], 159-61).
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a fourth classification of knowledge, which he called mechanical; 15 but
otherwise Hugh was faithful to the Aristotelian model.
John of Salisbury, on the other hand, continued to favor the
Platonic scheme. In his Metalogicon (n59), he argued that there are
three divisions of philosophy: ethics, physics, and logic:
Ethics asks whether it is proper to obey one's parents or to
obey the laws, if the two are in disagreement. Physics asks
whether the world is eternal, or perpetual, or had a beginning,
and whether it might have an end in time, or whether none
of these options is true. Logic asks whether contraries belong
to the same discipline, because the meaning of both is the
same. 16

Although John acknowledged that dialectic could be considered a
method or tool to be used to answer questions in the other two fields
of philosophy, he also argued that it remained a field separate from
the other two. Each of the three fields of philosophy had its own set
of questions that were proper only to itsel£
For our purposes, it is interesting to see what John said about the
study of ethics. In general, his writing echoed Boethius's translation of
Aristotle. Moreover, like Boethius, John used the Latin terms ratio,
natura, and moralis interchangeably with the Greek terms logica,
physica, and ethica respectively. Within his system of classification,

15 See

Hugh of Saint Victor Didascalicon (edited by Charles H. Buttimer,
Hugonis de Sancto Victore Didascalicon de studio legendi [Washington, D.C.: Catholic
University of America Press, 1938); translated by Jerome Taylor [New York: Columbia University Press, 1961]) 2.20-27, pp. 74-79.
16 John of Salisbury Metalogicon (edited by Clemens C. I. Webb, Ioannis
Saresberiensis Episcopi Carnotensis Metalogicon [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1929]) 2.13.
"Oliaerit enim ethica, parentibus magis, an legibus oporteat obedire, si forte dissentiant.
Physica, an mundus aeternus sit, aut perpetuus aut initium habuerit, et sit finem
habiturus in tempore, aut sit nihi1 horum. Logica, an contrariorum sit eadem disciplina,
quoniam eorum idem sensus." (Also translated by Daniel D. McGarry, The Metalogicon
ofJohn ofSalisbury, 2d printing [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1962].)
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John associated the arts of the trivium with the field oflogic (or ratio)
and the arts of the quadrivium with the field of physics (or natura).
Ethics (or moralis), then, stood as a third and separate field of philosophy. Elsewhere John explained:
In fact, grammar and poetry pour themselves out totally, and
they completely fill up the structure of their works. In which
field, as it is usually called, logic, contributing the luster of
probability, intersperses its reasonings as golden lightning.
And rhetoric emulates radiant silver with its beautiful eloquence as it occupies the place of persuasion. Mathematics, following the tracks of the other [arts], is transported
[through this field] by the chariot of the quadrivium, and it
builds its many and diverse colors and beauties. Physics,
which explores the designs of nature, offers from its storehouse a beautiful spectrum of colors. However, that which is
preeminent among all of the parts of philosophy is what I call
ethics, without which the name of "philosopher" would not
even exist. By the grace of its bestowed honor, it precedes all
others.17

Again, grammar, logic, and rhetoric are shown to be related to the
use of ratio. The mathematical arts of the quadrivium are mentioned
separately from physica, but together the two can be seen to shed light
on the secret depths of natura. Ethica is then shown to be the third
and preeminent branch of philosophy. In fact, John said that ethica

17

Ibid. 1.14. "Siquidem grammatica poeticaque se totas infundunt, et eius, quod
exponitur, totam superficiem occupant. Huie, ut dici solet, campo logica, probandi colores afferens, suas immittit rationes in fulgore auri: et rhetorica in locis persuasionum et
nitore eloquii, candorem argenteum remulatur. Mathematica quadrivii sui rotis vehitur,
aliarumque vestigiis insistens, colores et venustates suas multiplici varietate contexit.
Physica, exploratis naturae consiliis, de promptuario suo affert multiplicem colorum
venustatem. Illa autem quae caeteris philosophiae partibus prreeminet, ethicam dico,
sine qua nee philosophi subsistit nomen, collati decoris gratia omnes alias antecedit."
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was virtually equated with "philosophy," for it was this branch of
knowledge that gave the philosopher his name.
Over the course of the thirteenth century, the Aristotelian division of knowledge would eventually come to prevail over that of the
Platonic tradition and would become the accepted philosophical
scheme used throughout Europe. 18 This triumph can be seen quite
clearly in the work of Robert Kilwardby and of John the Dane.
Like Hugh of Saint Victor, Robert Kilwardby argued that there
are four branches of knowledge: speculative, practical, sermocinal, and
mechanical. This Robert did in his D e ortu scientiarum (c. 1246-1250). 19
The three branches of speculative science, Robert explained, were the
natural sciences, the mathematical sciences (i.e., the quadrivium), and
the metaphysical sciences. The three branches of practical science were
ethics, economics, and politics. And the three branches of sermocinal
science were grammar, logic, and rhetoric (i.e., the trivium). 20
A similar scheme for the division of knowledge can be found in the
work of John the Dane, a master in the faculty of arts at Paris during
the second half of the thirteenth century. In 1280 John published what
was, perhaps, his most important work, his Summa grammatica. As an
introduction to this opus, he also published his Divisio scientie. 21 In
this introductory work, John the Dane set forth what he believed was
the proper manner of dividing the different fields of human knowledge. Except for a few small variations, John's scheme for the division
of the sciences was essentially that of Aristotle. John argued that the
liberal arts, or "sciences" as he called them, are properly divided into

18 This is not to say that there was always absolute unanimity as to how all
the branches of human knowledge should be divided . However, in general, the
Aristotelian paradigm became the dominant paradigm over the course of the thirteenth century.
19 Robert Kilwardby D e ortu scientiarum (edited by Albert G. Judy [Toronto:
Pontifical Institute ofMedia::val Studies, 1976]).
20 See James A. Weisheipl, "Classification of the Sciences in Medieval Thought,"
M editEval Studies 27 (1965): 75- 78 .
21 Alfredus Otto, ed.,]ohannes Dacus. Opera (Copenhagen, 1955), xii ff. and 1-44.
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practical and speculative divisions. 22 The practical sciences are the
three sciences related to the study of moral philosophy, or ethics. John
defined these three as politica, economica, and monastica. Politics, he
said, is the study of the moral governance of the polis, or political
regime. Economics is the study of the moral regulation of one's family,
or household. And monastica is the study of the moral regulation
of one's self. 23 For the study of the moral sciences John prescribed
the reading of Aristotle's Politica and Ethica and Cicero's D e ojjiciis. 24
What John the Dane then called the speculative sciences subsumed
what Aristotle and Hugh of St. Victor had called the theoretical and
logical sciences and what Robert Kilwardby had called the speculative
and sermocinal sciences. John said that the speculative sciences contain three principal sciences-namely, metaphysics, mathematics (the
quadrivium), and natural science; and three auxiliary sciences-namely,
rhetoric, logic, and grammar (the triv ium). The principal sciences
corresponded to what those in the Aristotelian tradition called the
theoretical sciences, and the auxiliary sciences corresponded to what
those in the Aristotelian tradition called the logical sciences. 25
More could be said about the twelfth- and thirteenth-century
schemes to divide the branches of human knowledge. At this point,
however, we simply need to take note that proponents of both the
Platonic and the Aristotelian traditions considered ethics to be one of
the three branches of secular knowledge and, as such, believed it is an
integral part of a complete philosophical education. Conrad of Hirsau
(c. 1070-c. n50), for example, wrote:

22

John the Dane Divisio scientie (edited by Alfredus Otto, Johannes Dacus. Opera
[Copenhagen, 1955], 19-25, esp. 21). "Dividitur autem scientia li beralis in practicam
et speculativam. Prima perficit intellectum practicum sub ratione boni, secunda
vero intellectum speculatiuum sub ratione veri. Est enim scientia practica, ut <licit
Avicenna in prohemio sue methaphysice, scientia de rebus, que sunt nostra opera,
scientia vero speculativa est de rebus, que non sunt nostra opera."
23
lbid., 22-23.
24
lbid.
251bid., 23-44.
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Indeed, philosophy, although simple and uniform in its proper
nature, nevertheless, is split into many [branches], by reason
of its discipline; therefore, it is divided into three: logic
and physics-under which are placed the seven arts called
"liberal"- and the third is ethics, that is moralis. 26

Conrad's younger contemporary, Peter Abelard, argued that ethics is
in fact the end, or goal, of all the secular disciplines 27 and that it is to
the liberal arts what the lord of a manor is to his servants. 28
So, based on the theoretical divisions of knowledge prevalent in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, we have some reason to expect
that ethics might have been studied as an academic subject alongside
the seven liberal arts as a part of a student's complete philosophical
education. But did this actually happen? Did theory match practice?
A. J. Minnis noted that
in twelfth-century schools, the study of "natural" or nonChristian ethics was an adjunct of the traditional studies of
the trivium; its usual contexts were rhetoricians' explanations
of the virtues necessary to deliberative and demonstrative oratory and grammarians' expositions of pagan literature. Hence,
Lucan was believed to offer us worthy models of behaviour to
imitate, models exemplifying the four political virtues, which

26 Conrad

of Hirsau Dialogus super auctores (edited by R. B. C. Huygens [Brussels:
Latomus, r955], 23). "Philosophia enim, licet simplex sit et uniformis in sui proprietate, dispertitur tamen in multa, ratione discipline; dividitur igitur in tria, in logicam,
phisicam, quibus VII artes que liberales vocantur subponuntur; tercia ethica est, id est
moralis." See also Philippe Delhaye, "Grammatica et ethica au Xlle siecle," R echerches
de theologie ancienne et midievale 25 (r958): 60.
27
Peter Abelard D ialogus (edited by Rudolf Thomas [Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt:
Friedrich Frommann Verlag, r970], 4r, r8-22). "Nostrorum itaque scolis diu intentus
et tam ipsorum rationibus quam auctoritatibus eruditus ad moralem tandem me contuli philosophiam, que omnium finis est disciplinarum, et propter quam cetera omnia
prelibanda iudicavi."
28 lbid ., 89- 90, lines r283- r305. See also D elhaye, 6r.
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pertain to ethics. Even Ovid's erotic love-poetry was supposed
to have an ethical function because it exemplified the legal
and chaste love which one ought to practise and the reprehensible kinds of love which one ought to avoid. 29

In fact, ethics seems to have been even more than an adjunct of the
trivium . It appears that it also stood on its own as a separate field
of study within the liberal arts curriculum. There are several pieces of
evidence that suggest this to have been the case. For example, we have
already seen that John the Dane prescribed the reading of Aristotle's
Politica and Ethica, and Cicero's De ojjiciis within his curriculum, and
he specifically prescribed these texts in conjunction with the study of
ethics. Furthermore, if we look at the accessus of twelfth-century commentaries, we can see that just as Priscian's works were classified as
belonging to the study of grammar, 30 the works of such ancient auctores
as Cicero, 31 Homer, 32 Theodulus, 33 Prudentius, 34 Cato, 35 Horace, 36
Ovid, 37 and Lucan38 were classified as belonging to the study of ethics
(ethice supponitur) .39 In other words, they were to be read first of all for

29 A. J. Minnis, Medieval Theory ofAuthorship, 2d ed. (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1988), 25.
30R. B. C. Huygens, ed., Accessus ad auctores (Brussels: Latomus 1954), 43.
31 Elisabeth Pellegrin, "Qyelques accessus du De amicitia de Ciceron," in
Hommages a Andre Boutemy, edited by Guy Cambier (Brussels: Latomus, 1976), 280,
283, 284, 288, 291, 293, 296-97, 298.
32 Huygens, 2r.
33 lbid., 22.
34lbid., 15.
35 Ibid., r6.
36Jbid., 44.
37 lbid., 24, 25, 27, 29, 30, JI, 32, 43·
38 Ibid ., 38. See also Arnulf of Orleans Arnulfi Aurelianensis Glosule Super
Lucanum (edited by Berthe M. Marti [Rome: American Academy in Rome, 1958],
Papers and Monographs, no. 18, pp. 3, 14-22); and Eva M . Sanford, "The Manuscripts of Lucan, Accessus and Marginalia," Speculum 9 (1934): 284-85.
39 See also Minnis, 25, 55.
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their moral value, and they were to be used in the acquisition of ethical
knowledge.
That moral philosophy actually had its own place in the liberal arts
curriculum of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries is also suggested by
several other sources, one of which is the work of Alexander Nequam.
Nequam, in his Sacerdos ad a/tare (probably published sometime between n90 and 12rn),40 set forth a curriculum that he believed every
student in the liberal arts ought to follow. Nequam argued that after
learning the alphabet and the rudiments of grammar, a student should
then read those works the aforementioned twelfth-century commentaries classified as belonging to the study of ethics:
After certain small books necessary for the instruction of
beginners have first been read, he [the student] should then
pass over from the Eclogue of Theodulus to his Bucolics. Then
let him read the satirists and the historiographers, so that he
might already at a young age learn that vices ought to be
avoided and which of the noble deeds of heroes he should
desire to imitate. He ought to pass over from the jocular
Thebaids [of Statius] to the divine Eneids [of Virgil], and

should not neglect the prophet whom Cordova bore [i.e.,
Lucan], who not only described the civil war but also its
internecine conflicts. The moral sayings of Juvenal ought to
be saved in the inner recesses of the heart, but he should take
great care to avoid Flaccus with his arrogant nature. He
should read the sermons of Horace, along with his letters,

4

°For a discussion of the dating of the Sacerdos ad a/tare, see Charles H . Haskins,
"A List of Text-Books from the Close of the Twelfth Century," Harvard Studies in
Classical Philology 20 (1909): 8r90; revised and reprinted in Studies in the History of
Medieval Science (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1924), 365-?Z; and Richard W.
Hunt and Margaret Gibson, The Schools and the Cloister: The Life and Writings
of Alexander Nequam (n57-I2I7) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984). Haskins dates
the work around n90-n91, while Hunt and Gibson place it in the first decade of the
thirteenth century.
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Poetria, odes, and book of epodes. He ought to hear the
Elegies of Naso and the M etamorphoses of Ovid, and he ought

to be especially familiar with his little book R emedia amoris.41

Nequam continued by also encouraging the student to read the works
of Sallust, Cicero, Martial, Petronius, Symmachus, Solinus, Sidonius,
Suetonius, ~intus Curtius, Trogus Pompeius, Crisippus, Livy, and
Seneca. So, according to Nequam, the student was to begin by mastering these works that the commentators of the age said belonged to
the study of ethics and that Nequam specifically recommended for
their moral value. As Nequam wrote, "already at a young age" the student should "learn that vices ought to be avoided and which of the
noble deeds of heroes he should desire to imitate." It was only after
the student mastered these texts that Nequam then directed the young
scholar to study the three arts of the trivium and thereafter the four
arts of the quadrivium. Eventually, if a student were able to master
all of this material, he would then be ready to proceed to the higher
sciences of medicine, law, and theology. First, however, it appears that
a student was required to master the authoritative texts in the three
distinct fields of ethics, logic, and physics.
In 1215, Robert Couri;:on, the papal legate to Paris, established
what has been called the first official liberal arts curriculum of the
University of Paris. And like Nequam's booklist, this curriculum also
suggests that the study of ethics probably had a place-even if only
a small place-within a proper liberal arts education. 42 In logic,
Cour<;on required the masters at Paris to give ordinary lectures on the
Old and New Logic. In grammar, he required them to give ordinary
lectures on Priscian, and he said they could also give cursory lectures
on the Barbarismus. Cour<;on mentioned rhetoric and the quadrivium

41

Alexander Nequam Sacerdos ad a/tare. The Latin text was edited by Charles H.
H askins, in "A List of Text-Books fro m the Close of the Twelfth Century." The
translation is my own.
42
Chartularium Universitatis Parisiensis, vol. r, no. 20, pp. 78-80.
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[quadruvialia] by name and stated that masters, if it pleased them,
could lecture on these subjects on feast days. In a similar manner, he
said that masters could also give cursory lectures on moral philosophy.
Cour~on did not actually use the term moral philosophy. Rather, he
stated that masters could lecture on the philosophers (philosophi) or on
ethica. 43 However, as John of Salisbury demonstrated, ethics was very
closely associated with "philosophy," and it was this branch of knowledge that was said to give the philosopher his name. 44 Arnulf of
Orleans, in fact, in his commentary on Lucan's Bel/um civil~a work
he classified as belonging to the study of ethics-referred to that
author as a philosopher. 45 Given the additional fact that Alexander
Nequam published his Sacerdos ad a/tare sometime in the two and a
half decades just prior to 1215, it is quite possible that the philosophers to whom Cour~on was referring here were the same classi.cal
authors whom Nequam named in the section of his reading list given
to the study of morality. I will grant that this involves a certain amount
of speculation on my part; however, Cour~on's reference to ethica
was almost certainly a reference to the newly translated books of
Aristotle's Ethics and, as such, offers a clear indication that moral philosophy had a place of its own within the liberal arts curriculum of

43

Ibid., 78. "Non legant in festivis diebus nisi philosophos et rhetoricas, et
quadruvialia, et barbarismus, et ethicam, si placet, et quarum topichoum."
44
John was not the first or the only author of this age to associate "ethics" with
"philosophy." For example, in the late eleventh century Bernard of Utrecht, in his
Commentum in Theodulum, wrote: "Cuius tres species [philosophiae], phisica, id est
naturalis quod de rerum agat naturis (hanc Pitagoras in arithmeticam, geometriam,
astronomiam, musicam distribuit), logica, id est sermocinalis, qua verum a falso discernitur (in dialecticam, rethoricam, grammaticam divisa est ab Aristotle), ethica, id
est moralis, quae aut repellit vicia aut inducit aut retinet virtutes (a Socrates in prudentiam, temperantiam, fortitudinem, iusiciam distributa est, quam Cicero ad
Herennium scribens quodam dignitatis privilego philosophiam appellavit)." Edited by
R. B. C. Huygens (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1970), 61 68.
45 Arnulf of Orleans Arnu!fi Aurelianensis Glosule super Lucanum 1.539 (edited by
Berthe M. Marti [Rome: American Academy in Rome, 1958], Papers and Monographs, no. 18, p. 66).
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this age. 46 For this work of Aristotle is not a text that can easily be
construed as an adjunct of grammar, logic, or rhetoric.
Between 1215 and 1255 the liberal arts curriculum would undergo a
radical transformation. The ancient auctores would be pushed all the
way to the outer periphery of the educational program. In their place,
scholars would take up Aristotle, who came to dominate almost every
aspect of the liberal arts education. Nevertheless, the study of ethics
would retain its significant, though limited, place within liberal arts
education. We can see, for example, from a list of questions compiled
in the 1230s for the purpose of helping students at Paris prepare for
their examinations in the faculty of arts, that, in addition to questions
in the fields of logic and grammar, students were also expected to
answer questions in the field of ethics. 47 Although far more time and
attention were given to the mastery of dialectic, ethics was clearly a
subject that received some attention in its own right within the liberal
arts curriculum.
During this same period, Cardinal Jacques de Vitry (d. 1240)
would remind the students at Paris that "with all diligence we must
distinguish between the fruitful and the unfruitful sciences, and we
must choose the former." These fruitful sciences include
ethics, which can be applied to our moral formation, economics, to managing our family, and politics, to serving the multitude; rational or theological science, which concerns divine
things and those things removed from the senses by the intelligence, which it distinguishes and discerns; natural science,

46

Rashdall, 1:440-41; Martin Grabmann, Forschungen uber die latein ischen
Aristotelesubersetzungen des XIII. ]ahrhunderts, in Beitrage zur Geschichte der Philosophie
des Mittelalters (Munster: Aschendorff, 1916), vol. 17, pts. 5-6, pp. 205, 214-17; and
Bernard C. Dod, "Aristoteles latinus," in The Cambridge History of Later M edieval
Philosophy, edited by Norman Kretzmann, Anthony Kenny, and Jan Pinborg (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 1982), 47, 71, 77.
47
Ms . Ripoll, 109, cited in Fernand van Steenberghen, Aristotle in the West
(Louvain: Nauwelaerts, 1955), 95-rno.
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which investigates the nature of things, as physics, or prepares
the way to natural science and to theology, as dialectic and
rhetoric. 48

Cardinal de Vitry believed that many of the students at the University
of Paris had become distracted by secular pursuits. He wanted them
to remember the purpose of their education and to concentrate their
attention on the "fruitful sciences"- among which he named ethics. It
is important to note that the cardinal named ethics as a science
distinct from the rational and natural sciences.
This same distinction is made in the statutes of the University of
Paris in the year 1255. At that point in time, an arts student would
be expected to read the Old and New Logic, as well as Gilbert de
la Porree's Sex principia, in order to master dialectic. In the field
of grammar, the statutes indicate that a student would receive instruction from Priscian's Major, Minor, and De accentu, as well as from
Donatus's Barbarismus. The statutes make no mention of rhetoric. In
the field of physics, or theoretical philosophy, they show that a student
would hear lectures on the contents of Aristotle's Physica, Metaphysica,
and many of his works on natural science. In the field of ethics,
or practical philosophy, the statutes reveal that a student would
be expected to master Aristotle's Ethics. 49 By this date, the philosophi
mentioned by Cours:on were no longer a part of the liberal arts curriculum, having been completely supplanted by Aristotle. Nevertheless,

Jacques de Vitry Cum egrediemini (edited by J. B. Pitra, Analecta Novissima
Spicilegii Solesmensis Altera Continuatio [Paris: Tusculum, 1888], vol. 2, p. 371; translated
by Ferruolo, 250). "Has igitur infructuosas scientias plantare non debemus juxta cordis
altare, ubi figenda est memoria crucifixi; fructuosas autem scientias ab infructuosis
discernere cum omni diligentia et praeeligere debemus, id est ethicam, quae valet ad
morum compositionem in nobis; oeconomicam, ad dispensationem familiae nostrae;
politicam, ad procurationem multitudinis; rationalem seu theologicam, quae est de
divinis et de illis quae a sensibus, remota intelligentia, dijudicat et discernit; naturalem, quae de natura rerum pertractat, ut physica, vel ad naturalia et theologica
accessum praeparat, ut dialectica et rhetorica."
49
Chartularium Universitatis Parisiensis, vol. 1, no. 246, pp. 277-79 .
48
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we see that ethics was studied as a subject within the liberal arts
curriculum.
Hence, it seems that ethics was more than an adjunct to the seven
liberal arts; it was a field of inquiry of its own in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. This is not to deny that a great amount of moral
wisdom was imparted through the teaching of the trivium. It was.
The texts of poets, historians, and moralists were used to teach grammar, logic, and rhetoric. However, as we have now seen, according to
the theoretical divisions of knowledge of the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, ethics was also considered a separate branch of wisdom .
Furthermore, we have seen that (1) certain books were actually classified as belonging to the study of ethics; (2) these books were read by
students specifically for their moral value and not just as good examples
of how to employ the arts of the trivium; (3) Aristotle's Ethica was
included in the liberal arts curriculum from the early thirteenth century
on (and this text cannot really be considered an adjunct to any of the
arts of the trivium); (4) masters gave lectures on the Ethica and on
the philosophi; and (5) university students in the early mid-thirteenth
century were tested in the field of ethics in addition to the fields of
logic and grammar. In other words, ethics was treated as an independent field of study in the schools of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. It had its own assigned texts; it had its own substance; it was
the subject of lectures; and it had its own examinations. Henceforth, it
would be my recommendation that future studies of the liberal arts
curriculum of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries be expanded to
include the study of ethics not just as an adjunct to the seven liberal
arts, but also as a separate field of study within the liberal arts curriculum of the schools. Otherwise we will continue to overlook what
the scholars of that age considered to be the most important part of a
liberal arts education.
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